Introduction
I teach Spartan history at the University of Leeds both as part of an introductory course about the Greek World and also as part of a range of more closelyfocused Special Subject modules for second and third year undergraduates, including Image of Sparta and Classics on Screen. I use the film 300, and other modern popular culture material, in different ways in each of these modules: as a subject in its own right for Classics on Screen, focusing on questions around what the material says about contemporary culture; and, in Image of Sparta, as a coda to the course's survey of ancient 'images', which allows for reflection back over the ancient material. Blanshard and Shahabudin suggest that cinematic output can be '…an important vehicle for discussing the values, history, and cultural politics of the classical past. It demands that we think about what are the key elements that make the cultures of the ancient Mediterranean so distinctive and worthy of study' (Blanshard & Shahabudin, 2011, p. 1) . While modern popular receptions of ancient Greek history are not actually on the AS or A Level specifications (perhaps they should be!), they have some potential for teaching at this level if a teacher wants their students to get to grips with the particular topic of Sparta.
Sparta's place on the curriculum
First of all, the teacher certainly does not have to teach the Spartans. There is a specific Sparta option in the OCR AS Level Ancient History, and obviously they have a significant part to play in the 'Greece and Persia' option for one of the A Level units. In the AQA Classical Civilisation A Level, the Spartans likewise feature as part of an option on the Persian Wars. Honour (2013) .
Sparta options at AS and A Level
Even this quick overview should be enough to show that ancient Sparta crops up in a wide variety of contexts and guises, some of them perhaps more weighty than others, but all reflecting a deep-rooted fascination with the peculiarities of Sparta's social system and, especially, the image of the indomitable Spartan soldier.
Sparta on screen
Finally, Sparta has been the subject of numerous films. 300 has made the most significant impact on contemporary society, but it owes an indirect debt, via Frank Miller's graphic novel, to the 1962 film The 300 Spartans directed by Rudolph Maté.
The 300 Spartans (Rudolph Maté, 1962) -UK certificate U Plot summary (http://www.imdb. com/title/tt0055719/plotsummary): In 480 BC, the ambitious, cruel and merciless King Xerxes of Persia invades Greece with his huge army to extend his vast slave empire. The brave Spartan army is the great hope to free and unite Greece, and king Leonidas promises to the council of the Greek States to defend the passage of Thermopylae, the only way by land to reach Athens. However, he is betrayed by the politicians of Sparta and stays alone with his personal body guard army composed of three hundred warriors only. Using courage and great knowledge of strategies of war, he defends Thermopylae until a treacherous goatherd tells King Xerxes a secret goat passage leading to the back of Leonidas' army.
Major continuities with and departures from the ancient sources:
• The film is quite faithful to Herodotus in terms of plot, and includes several Sayings.
• The night raid on Xerxes' tent is an episode not in Herodotus, but instead taken from 1 st -century BC Diodorus Siculus.
• There is a romantic sub-plot: the fictional character Ellas follows her fiancé Phylon to Thermopylae; their survival provides a small 'happy ending' and suggests an alternative way of life (see Levene (2006) director Zack Snyder. Gerald Butler stars as Spartan King Leonidas and Lena Headey plays Queen Gorgo. The massive army of the Persian Empire is sweeping across the globe, crushing every force that dares stand in its path. When a Persian envoy arrives in Sparta offering King Leonidas power over all of Greece if he will only bow to the will of the all-powerful Xerxes (Rodrigo Santoro), the strong-willed leader assembles a small army comprised of his empire's best fighters and marches off to battle. Though they have virtually no hope of defeating Xerxes' intimidating battalion, Leonidas' men soldier on, intent on letting it be known they will bow to no man but their king. Meanwhile, back in Sparta, the loyal Queen Gorgo attempts to convince both the sceptical council and the devious Theron (Dominic West) to send more troops despite the fact that many view Leonidas' unsanctioned war march as a serious transgression. As Xerxes' fearsome "immortals" draw near, a few noble Greeks vow to assist the Spartans on the battlefield. When King Leonidas and his 300 Spartan warriors fell to the overwhelming Persian army at the Battle of Thermopylae, the fearless actions of the noble fighters inspired all of Greece to stand up against their Persian enemy and wage the battle that would ultimately give birth to the modern concept of democracy.
• The film is based on Frank Miller's graphic novel rather than directly on Herodotus; it repeats its bizarre elements.
• There is a sub-plot concerning Gorgo's attempts to persuade the Council to send reinforcement; this is a modern invention. There has been much internet debate prompted by a scene between Theron and Gorgo which has been interpreted as rape. 
Some examples of discussion points raised by the films
The two 300 films are both certificate 15, so could legitimately have been seen by Year 12 and 13 students; both are by now easily available for home consumption via DVD or download and a multitude of clips on YouTube. Rather than trying to ignore them, or simply dismissing them as full of historical inaccuracies, I'm suggesting that there is mileage in actively engaging with them. This could be done at any level from a full-blown study, drawing on the rapidly-growing range of scholarship on classicallythemed cinema (see below), to the modest use of just a handful of carefullychosen clips to prompt discussion particular topics. Examples of the latter approach might be divided into (a) Sparta and Spartan Society and (b) Imagining Thermopylae.
(a) Sparta and Spartan Society
I include three examples of the depiction of Spartan society: the agoge, Queen Gorgo and the Spartan Government.
The agoge according to 300 300 begins with an arresting sequence of a boy on a freezing night pitting his wits against a wolf.
Voice-over from beginning of 300:
When the boy was born… like all Spartans, he was inspected. If he'd been small or puny or sickly or misshapen… he would have been discarded. From the time he could stand, he was baptised in the fire of combat. Taught never to retreat, never to surrender. Taught that death on the battlefield in service to Sparta… was the greatest glory he could achieve in his life. At age 7, as is customary in Sparta… the boy was taken from his mother and plunged into a world of violence. Manufactured by 300 years of Spartan warrior society… to create the finest soldiers the world has ever known. The agoge, as it's called, forces the boy to fight. Starves them, forces them to steal… and if necessary, to kill. By rod and lash the boy was punished… taught to show no pain, no mercy. Constantly tested, tossed into the wild. Left to 
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